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The prominent role played by algorithmic platforms in people’s everyday lives has in recent years 
triggered a growing interest towards algorithmic imaginaries, intended as worlds of experience 
users make of the algorithmic media, thereby building up their own awareness of the platform and 
in turn moulding the algorithm itself through their performativity. Today, part of the construction 
of individual cultures takes place on streaming platforms, media environments where subjects 
access cultural materials and cultural exchanges occur. Platforms, such as Netflix or Spotify, have 
become privileged sites for studying the platformization of cultural production and the 
construction of algorithmic imaginaries by users and developers. Despite this, to date little has 
been discussed about cultural creators’ algorithmic imaginaries.  This paper intends to discuss 
how to include algorithmic imaginaries in research regarding platforms and cultural production, 
by focusing on the case of music platforms. Specifically, the main goal of this contribution is to 
address the following issues in the light of existing literature: i) The role of algorithms as cultural 
gatekeepers and how they may affect the creative disposition of music producers, as well as their 
strategies to relate with the broader environment of cultural production and consumption. ii) The 
optimization of culture, i.e., how cultural producers may attempt to create platform-optimized 
products adapting their creative efforts to platforms’ affordances, thus fostering processes of 
product homogenization. Finally, suggestions will be made for future investigations regarding 
how all the actors in the music industry relate to streaming platforms. 
 





Although the ‘imaginary’ is a recurring theme in sociology and 
anthropology, as well as in media and cultural studies, the sheer range of often 
contradictory definitions that have been applied to it also render the notion as one 
of the most arcane and open. Significant speculative premises for a theoretical 
framework of the imaginary can be traced back to the inter-war years, when, 
drawing on the Durkheimian view of collective subjectivity as moulded by 
narratives derived from political, religious and institutional power (Tarot, 1999), 
intellectuals such as Mauss, Kojève, or Benjamin acknowledged that the 
categories of myth and the unreal, entrenched in a given society, would contribute 
to the regulation of shared everyday life (Ragone, 2015, pp. 63-75), hence 
furthering the idea of ‘collective representations’ as “the way in which the group 
conceives of itself in its relationships with the objects which affect it” (Durkheim, 
1964, p. 42). However, it is from the 1960s onwards that an extensive literature 
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emerged, and key concepts related to the imaginary were crystallized. When the 
awareness of the myth-making power of media productions, as capable of 
constructing a shared memory within popular culture, became established, the 
imaginary started being conceived as something able to produce specific symbolic 
forms, which then underpin subsequent media discourse.  
There tends to be agreement about the foundational works on social 
imaginary in its own right. Durand (1960) — a founder of the first research centre 
dedicated to the imaginary — was perhaps the first to attempt an exploration of 
the structures of contemporary mythologies within an anthropological framework. 
Back around this time, Barthes (1957) had already been discussing the degree to 
which contemporary value systems generate new mythical categories. Over the 
same years, Morin (1962) discoursed with an admirably acute degree of lucidity 
the capacity of the cultural industry to produce allegories for collective identities 
that were constantly reprocessed through media consumption. Castoriadis (1975) 
was responsible for what was probably the most thorough delineation of the 
concept, understood in terms of a body of symbolic representations, often 
spectacularized as in the case of creative and media productions, that pervade any 
social institution. Since the mid-1970s, contributions on the imaginary have 
grown by leaps and bounds, with valuable accounts capable of outlining the 
hermeneutic complexity of the stream, amongst which it is certainly worth 
recalling those of authors such as Abruzzese (1979), Thompson (1984), Maffesoli 
(1988), Taylor (1989), Appadurai (1996), or Žižek (1997). 
Over the last two decades, a number of investigations have arisen with the 
aim of reconsidering the structures and functions of the imaginary in the digital 
age. Indeed, digital environments have remodeled the social and symbolic spaces 
within which individuals shape and reshape their perspectives, views of the world 
and feelings, thus reframing the dynamics underlying the media ecosystem role in 
producing stereotypes for the collective unconscious. The impossibility of 
identifying coherently developed streams of research into the interrelation 
between social imaginaries and new media1, rather than disputing the validity and 
                                                
1 By ‘new media’ we mean ‘digital interactive technologies’, such as mobile devices and algorithmic 
platforms, in order to theoretically distinguish them from traditional mass media (tv, radio, newspapers, etc.). 
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application of now-classic studies, has resulted in the retrospective reappraisal of 
certain authors of the past who were improperly sidelined from the debate. 
This article aims to discuss how imaginaries can affect cultural production. 
Specifically, this process can be framed in terms of a social creativity influenced 
by a social imaginary, as well as in a more individual sense where imaginaries are 
meant as occurring in a personal experiential dimension (Herbrik and 
Schlechtriemen 2019). For this reason, in addition to the aforementioned work of 
Morin, which is already considered to be a classic in imaginary studies, it is also 
worth bringing up two other specific authors who are more seldom referred to in 
this sort of discussion: McLuhan and Moles. Through McLuhan (1964), we can 
understand the imaginary’s tendency to morph and adapt to media environments, 
thereby conceiving the imaginary as something dynamic, intertwined with the 
manifestations of creativity, and interpretable according to an ecological 
perspective, all the more so in a markedly despatialized communicative context. 
On the other hand, Moles (1967) — an author still in need of proper 
reconsideration — argued that the media system had the potential to shuffle 
information and transform it into cultural facts, following a logic that sees the 
individual as a subject who receives and assimilates this irregularly sampled 
information into his own cultural environment. In a ‘sociodynamic’ perspective, 
consequently, imaginaries are not only an unreal dimension within which 
consumer-subjects are enmeshed, but rather the creative sphere within which 
symbolic creators operate. 
Today, any consideration of the cultural production-consumption dialectic 
can hardly be advanced regardless of the part played by machinic mediation in the 
process of constructing individual and then collective cultures (Couldry and Hepp, 
2017). Indeed, a considerable part of cultural interaction occurs within specific 
media environments, namely the algorithmic platforms. The ubiquity of 
algorithms and their embeddedness in people’s everyday lives assuredly 
foreshadow a scenario dominated by new sociotechnical dreamscapes (Janasoff 
                                                                                                                                 
Although scholars question whether the term ‘new media’ can still be applied to digital devices— as the 
discussion regarding ‘new’ media has been going on for more than two decades now (McMullan, 2020) — 
we use this term to highlight that there is little research regarding the interrelation of the social imaginary and 
these types of media. 
 
Massimiliano Raffa, Riccardo Pronzato 
 296
and Kim 2015). Their ostensive invisibility and unknowability make them appear 
as abstract entities, subject to imaginative efforts by those who experience them, 
but their ability to generate and categorize identities do not pertain to the realm of 
virtuality or intangibility: algorithms take part in material culture. Digital 
platforms intervene: they “have distinct consequences for what users are able to 
do” (Gillespie, 2015, p. 1), as well as what they see, read, think, feel, dream 
(Bucher, 2018). Algorithms are not unbiased and neutral entities that regulate the 
functioning of a digital platform, but rather the products of precise choices and 
values that become proactive actors in moulding social life. Thus, they need to be 
considered as “contingent, ontogenetic, performative in nature and embedded in 
wider socio-technical assemblages” (Kitchin, 2017, p. 16). Algorithms 
dramatically contribute to shape our economic and social life; hence, they must be 
taken into account in studies aimed at diagnosing social and cultural change 
(Gillespie, 2014). 
The role of the imaginary in how algorithms are designed and implemented 
by software engineers, as well as in the ways in which they are described and 
perceived by users, is striking. Given this scenario, in recent years different 
authors have used the term “algorithmic imaginary” to describe this 
intertwinement between human perception and algorithmic emergence in social 
reality. 
In the next section we will discuss the concept of algorithmic imaginary. 
Then, the paper will focus on how to include algorithmic imaginaries in research 
regarding platforms and cultural production, by focusing on the case of music 
streaming platforms. Specifically, we will discuss the potential implications of 
algorithmic gatekeeping and the connected algorithmic imaginaries on cultural 
production processes, as well as the ways in which these may foster processes of 
product homogenization. Finally, suggestions will be made for future 
investigations regarding how music producers may adapt their productions and 
diffusion strategies in accordance with their platforms’ ‘imagined affordances’ 
(Nagy and Neff 2015) and algorithmic imaginaries (Bucher, 2017).  
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2. Defining the algorithmic imaginary 
The notion of algorithmic imaginary has been applied to the designers of 
algorithmic media, as well as to the users of digital platforms. Drawing on the 
concept of sociotechnical imaginaries (Jasanoff, 2015), Mager (2015) use the term 
“algorithmic imaginaries” to describe “techno-euphoric interpretations of Internet 
technologies as driving forces for economic and social progress” (p. 6) that are 
common among employers and employees in social media and web companies. 
This view is supported by Williamson (2018), who interprets algorithmic 
imaginaries in the sense of imposed ideological devices, based on a “Silicon 
Valley ideal of calculating, predicting and pre-empting human behaviours and 
social institutions through technical platforms that are increasingly automated and 
data-driven” (p. 223). According to this perspective, individuals employed in 
technology companies share specific ideas, objectives and visions of the future 
that lead them during the fabrication process of software technologies. The same 
ideals are, in turn, materialized in those same technologies, which aim to govern 
specific ways of life and to shape social behaviour in accordance with particular 
forms of social order. As Kitchin and Dodge (2011) put it: “the code created is the 
manifestation of a system of thought – an expression of how the world can be 
captured, represented, processed, and modelled computationally with the outcome 
subsequently doing work in the world” (p. 26). 
Although this view sheds light on the role of human biases and ideas in the 
design of code, we support that it is also overly techno-deterministic. Indeed, such 
a perspective may overlook the fact that the social power of algorithms is 
conveyed through intersubjectivity, and through the interface between 
environment and user performativity on the platform (Beer, 2017).  
A better balanced and cogent idea seems to come from Bucher (2017; 
2018), who intended the ‘algorithmic imaginary’ as the world of the experience 
users make of the algorithmic media, thereby building up their own awareness of 
the platform and in turn moulding the algorithm itself through their 
performativity. The author does not consider algorithmic imaginary to be a fetish 
or an ideology, but instead as “the way in which people imagine, perceive and 
experience algorithms and what these imaginations make possible” (Bucher, 2017, 
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p. 31).  At the same time, Bucher adopts the concept of the imaginary merely as a 
metaphor, without drawing on the speculative frameworks that have been 
elaborated within the sociologies of the imaginary, but rather relying on other 
sources — such as Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of perception (1945) or 
Deleuze and Guattari’s theory of ‘affects’ (1980), which more solidly support the 
author’s practical, grounded approach. 
More specifically, Bucher highlights that users can have a proactive role in 
their relationship with algorithmic media as “algorithms do not just do things to 
people, people also do things to algorithms” (2018, p. 94). Indeed, users 
contribute to reconfiguring algorithms with those actions, perceptions and 
strategies adopted when using a platform. What users perceive and believe 
regarding the functioning of the platform, i.e. the algorithmic imaginaries, 
influences the way users would behave within that environment. Then, given the 
feedback loop mechanism underlying digital platforms (Airoldi and Rokka, 2019), 
users’ activities play an important part in shaping how the machine works and the 
overall system - and, hence, users’ behaviour. 
This mechanism highlights that algorithmic imaginaries have a productive 
function. They shape how individuals experience social reality, they produce 
different moods associated with the use of digital platforms, and they “play a 
generative role in moulding the algorithm itself” (Bucher, 2017, p. 41). 
Furthermore, from a phenomenological perspective, people’s beliefs about 
algorithms can be a gateway for a better understanding of “how and when 
algorithms matter” (Bucher, 2018, p. 98) and how algorithms are enacted in 
everyday life (Seaver, 2017). Indeed, researchers can observe the emergence of 
algorithms in everyday life algorithms by analysing the affective encounter 
between human and non-human actors (Bucher, 2017).  
In sum, algorithmic imaginaries can therefore be interpreted in a twofold 
way: both in terms of intangible representations and worldviews, such as the one 
by the producers of algorithmic media, and as worlds constructed by users’ 
perceptions, which then have multifaceted consequences on how users behave and 
algorithms react within a recursive logic.  
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When it comes to cultural content industries such as recorded music, 
however, the issue becomes more complicated, since the subjects involved are not 
only users, but also symbolic creators. Artists and music do not only use platforms 
to access contents, but they produce contents for the same platforms. Today, most 
of the musicians distribute their products on music streaming platforms, such as 
Spotify, Deezer, Apple Music and so forth. Their algorithmic imaginaries, thus, 
might influence the creative and production process. This aspect has not yet been 
sufficiently investigated and may need a reappraisal of the aforementioned 
‘classics’, which have acknowledged a role for the cultural industries in the 
process of construction of the social imaginary. First, however, it is necessary to 
shed light on some basic features of the current scenario of cultural production. 
 
 
3. Algorithms as cultural gatekeepers 
In light of what has been outlined thus far, we identify the intermediary 
subjects of the process of cultural exchange as having a crucial role in defining the 
structures of the imaginary. That role Morin (1962) had identified in the cultural 
industry, today can be found elsewhere, considering the current crisis of the 
industrial system of culture, replaced by the model of algorithmic platforms. 
Nevertheless, the function of gatekeepers has not changed, but only been 
transformed. Indeed, the gatekeeping practices established through online social 
network services and streaming platforms have now forced further reflection on 
the reticular nature of the relationships that trigger the information transfer 
processes from production stages to the public. Moreover, the issue has acquired 
additional complexity in view of the increasingly evident gatekeeping power 
exerted by algorithmic platforms.  
As early as in the 1960s, Moles (1967, pp. 77-85) identified gatekeepers as 
having a pivotal role in the process of shaping the imaginary (though he did not 
use this concept explicitly). In the author’s view, society is constituted by an 
extensive network of continuously intersecting cultural circuits. In this context, a 
cycle of reaction is established between cultural producers and consumers, which 
reduces cultural objects to commodities. Such issues would be of particular 
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concern as culture flows through mass media, which are controlled by a restricted 
number of individuals: the ‘cultural gatekeepers’, who hold power over the 
evolution of society and the definition of the imaginary. 
Cultural exchanges always imply a set of practical activities located in 
specific historical and cultural contexts, supported by relatively stable relations of 
power and relatively changing conditions of access to material and symbolic 
resources that allow the exchange to take place. Therefore, cultural reception 
activities are compressed within practices that are often spontaneous and ordinary, 
but at the same time can spark off processes of technical and semantic reworking 
of received symbolic materials among the cultural consumers (Thompson, 1995, 
pp. 10-43). 
Both Moles and Morin seem to concur in affirming that in our contemporary 
world individual cultures — which can be interpreted in a sense that is not so 
dissimilar from that of ‘cultural capital’ (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977) — are 
influenced not only by the information acquired in everyday experience and from 
educational institutions, but also (and above all) by all those fragments of 
knowledge (which Moles calls ‘culturemes’) disseminated by the media system. 
For this reason, the cultural landscape and its foundational myths can be more 
thoroughly understood by considering the role played by intermediary figures 
such as cultural gatekeepers, who operate as filters and determine which cultural 
materials should be included in the mediasphere. The control and selection of 
cultural objects is not possible in the same ways as it used to be throughout most 
of the last century, especially in the age of the Internet. Yet, the role of cultural 
gatekeepers has certainly an influential impact both on the environments inhabited 
by cultural consumers and on the artistic predisposition of symbolic creators, who 
have to cope with the gatekeeping barriers to disseminate their creative products. 
The role of gatekeepers has been capturing the interest of communication 
studies since after World War II (Lewin 1947; White 1950). It has long been 
observed exclusively in relation to the screening systems of news coverage in 
traditional media (Tuchman 1978), particularly television (Altheide 1976). Such 
processes do not only concern the movement of information goods, but are also 
crucial with regard to the circulation of objects marketed by cultural industries. As 
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far as the recorded music industry is concerned, the process of materials selection 
and filtering has always been interpreted through the supply chain model. 
According to Hirsch (1972; 1975), cultural production should be understood as 
consisting of two stages, an input and an output one. The former is where creators 
— songwriters, performers, musicians, producers, companies, in other words all 
those involved in the ‘art world’ (Becker, 1982) — produce a work that is made 
commercially viable by the industrial system; the latter includes the institutional 
media system that receives products from companies and in turn delivers cultural 
objects to consumers, who constitute the final link in the chain. A portion of 
consumers’ and media operators’ judgment generates feedback, which is then 
returned in various forms to artists and operators.  The truly original element of 
the model lies in the importance given to the filtering activities carried out by the 
gatekeepers. However, today, it would seem more appropriate to consider 
gatekeepers both as subjects working at an output level (radio DJ’s, promoters, 
music press, TV shows, and so on) and at an input one, as in the case of artists and 
repertoire departments in record labels or music publishing companies, who select 
artists through scouting activities, thereby exerting their selective power. What is 
interesting is how these selective processes work, and how symbolic creators can 
reshape their artistic impulses as a function of such processes. 
Negus (1992, pp. 54-56) has argued that the conveyance of creative inputs 
to audiences occurs by means of two distinct ideological devices employed by the 
industry: the ‘organic ideology of creativity’ and the ‘synthetic ideology of 
creativity’: the former would rely on the commercial valorisation of intrinsically 
artistic and authentic qualities, and would be typical of artists on which it is 
possible to make long-term investments, and which are generally intended for a 
more mature and sophisticated audience, actively engaged in the album market; 
the latter, on the other hand, follows a more bluntly mercantile logic and is 
applicable to artists who are less significant in creative terms and whose image 
and music are meticulously constructed by the industry in order to make them 
express their potential in the short term, attracting generally youth and generalist 
audiences inclined to purchase single records. The theory, now somewhat dated, 
holds truths, but it fits uneasily within our discourse, as it seems to overemphasize 
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the direct mystifying power of industry. We support that it is possible to get a 
better understanding of how the industry and the artists relate by approaching the 
phenomenon in a more ecological way. Indeed, the industry takes up creative 
solicitations from exchanges that occur outside their control, and provide for the 
channelling of products within customs, conventions, and categories typical of 
commerce. Nevertheless, symbolic creators are no strangers to the social realm: it 
is there that they experience the world and construct their identities. Thus, their 
creative activity, rather than being transformed by the industry, may rather be 
optimized for the industry — in addition to being co-shaped by the imaginary 
reproduced by it. However, in order to understand how a process of music 
optimization can be structured today within an environment over which the 
algorithmic imaginary hovers, it is necessary to understand how the 
platformization of cultural production and distribution has transformed 
gatekeeping mechanisms (e.g. Nieborg and Poell, 2018; Prey et al., 2020). 
The period between the foundation of Napster in 1999 and the arrival of 
Spotify in 2008 — which also corresponds to the worldwide and granular 
diffusion of the Internet, especially in the West — marked the transition from the 
intermediation of traditional gatekeepers to the affirmation of a new type of 
subject, i.e. platform gatekeepers. Initially, the diffusion of Napster, a software 
based on a peer-to-peer (P2P) file sharing logic, enabled the disintermediation of 
the roles of traditional gatekeepers, such as TV and radio, and of the major record 
labels, thereby allowing both music listeners and musicians to exchange and share 
music in a rather unprecedented way (Johns, 2010). Nevertheless, the affirmation 
of music streaming platforms, such as Spotify, that took place in the last decade, 
marked the beginning of a new phase in the process of industrial transformation of 
cultural artifacts into commodities with exchange value (Bonini et al., 2019). 
Today music streaming platforms are one of the major means through which 
individuals can listen to music on a global scale (Friedlander, 2017; IFPI, 2019). 
At the end of 2020, Spotify reached 345 millions of monthly active users and 155 
million subscribers in 178 countries (Spotify, 2021), while it has been estimated 
that “Today’s Top Hits”, one of the most popular algorithmically generated 
Spotify’s playlists, has a wider audience compared to any other radio station in the 
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USA (Music Business Worldwide, 2018). Furthermore, in 2019, music streaming 
platforms account for circa 56% of the total revenue generated by recorded music 
(Statista, 2021). 
Following the idea of Hirsch (1972), if in the 1970s the output was filtered 
by mass-media gatekeepers, today music streaming platforms, i.e. algorithmic-
based systems, are the new gatekeepers to which it is necessary to rely to reach 
target audiences. Moreover, platforms not only become one of the main channels 
that listeners use to access music, but they dramatically redefine how music is 
organized and consumed. Specifically, there is one particular mode of music 
curation and listening that has become central on music streaming platforms: 
playlists (Prey, 2019; 2020). Experts consider playlists on Spotify to be “the new 
radio” (Shah, 2019) as today they are one of the central means through which 
listeners consume music. Being in a playlist with millions of active listeners 
implies that artists can potentially accumulate millions of streams — the new unit 
of measure with which the success of a song is assessed. Given this scenario, 
Bonini and Gandini (2019) claim that playlists are the ‘new gatekeepers’ of the 
music industry. However, the authors highlight that playlists are not human 
intermediaries as they used to be radio programmers, tv channels, magazine critics 
and so forth, which could exert an editorial power on the music industry2. Indeed, 
all the Spotify-curated playlists — which are the most-listened playlists on the 
platforms3 — are the combination of human choices and algorithmic decisions. 
Moreover, there are also user-personalized playlists (e.g. “Discover Weekly” and 
“Daily Mix”) which are completely algorithmically-generated (Ramirez, 2017). 
On streaming platforms songs are ceaselessly selected, inserted and removed by 
algorithmically driven software programmes, hence, playlists are the result of “the 
intermingling between algorithmic affordances and human agency in music 
curation” (Bonini and Gandini, 2019, p. 4). Given their highly influential role, 
                                                
2 Today radio stations also employ algorithmically driven programs to select the music that will be 
broadcasted (Bonini and Gandini, 2019). This illuminates the increasingly striking role of computational 
procedures in the sorting, categorizing and hierarchizing of cultural products (Striphas, 2015). 
3As supported by Prey (2020): “the true hit-makers are the playlists owned and curated by Spotify itself. 
Spotify has created thousands of its own playlists. The top Spotify-curated playlist - the algorithmically 
generated “Today’s Top Hits”-counts over 22 million followers.  The 35 most followed playlists on Spotify 
(as of January 2019) were all Spotify-curated playlists; as are 99 of the top 100 playlists.” (p. 3). 
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their gatekeeping activity can be considered “as a form of “algo-torial power” that 
has the ability to set the “listening agendas of global music consumers” (p. 1).  
The politics of selection underlying platforms (van Dijck et al., 2018; Prey, 
2020) is not impartial and shows that these “complex socio-technical 
assemblages” (Kitchin, 2017) are not neutral intermediaries, but powerful 
gatekeepers that encourage specific modes of listening and particular ways of 
considering the user (Prey, 2018). Indeed, processes of datafication allow 
platforms to ubiquitously track users, recommend them personalized contents, 
select and promote certain cultural products over others, as well as profiling 
individuals according to surveillance capitalist logics (Zuboff, 2019). Users are 
encouraged to rely on the platform to choose what music to listen to, to the point 
they no longer need to decide what it is best for them. The platform is 
programmed to alleviate their “burden of choice” (Cohn, 2019) and guide them 
through the music they (supposedly) like or need in a specific moment (Prey, 
2018). 
Playlists are the mode of listening in which this process materializes. In 
completely algorithmically driven playlists songs are selected and ordered 
according to the user profile, while in top Spotify-curated playlists users can find 
tracks to fit a specific context, mood or experience (Seaver, 2015). 
Within this scenario, it emerges the crucial role of platforms’ affordances. 
Caliandro and Gandini refer to the term affordances as “the socio-technical 
architectures of digital media and their capacity to shape the agency of social 
actors” (p. 11) and the following opportunities and constraints that platforms set 
to user actions and interactions. It should be noted that this notion allows 
researchers to take into account the role of digital architectures, while not bowing 
to technological determinism. Indeed, technologies ought to be considered 
effective, rather than agentic (Schraube, 2009). Agency is reserved for humans, 
which act, however, within the specific socio-technical characteristics (i.e. 
opportunities and constraints) of certain platforms, which have been designed by 
humans themselves (Davis, 2020, pp. 60-64). 
Returning to the role of listeners (users) and musicians on music streaming 
platforms, it is interesting to scrutinise how users are encouraged to act on music 
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streaming platforms and how the architecture of music platforms positions users 
in relation to musicians and their cultural products. If users are encouraged to rely 
on playlists and personalized recommendations, the work of musicians is 
obscured by platforms. As supported by Prey (2019), the promotion of platform-
curated playlists and the “deliberate manipulation of search results” to favour 
contents selected and organised algorithmically allow platforms “to assume 
control over curation” (p. 5). According to Negus (2019), on platforms, such as 
Spotify, “the curator becomes more significant than the creator” (p. 371). On 
playlists in which thousands of songs are continuously inserted, sorted and 
hierarchized, musicians risk to “become subordinate, mere content-developers for 
playlists: useful for attracting users but at the same time interchangeable and 
ultimately dispensable” (Prey, 2019, p. 6). 
Furthermore, artists lose control over the presentation of their products and 
need to cope with the affordances and logics of the platform in order to reach 
audiences. Today, playlists are the main environment in which artists can reach 
new listeners, and to be or not to be on a playlist can change the career path of an 
artist. For instance, there are playlists, such as Rap Caviar, that have more than 13 
million followers and can be the springboard for being added on other playlists 
and growing one’s streams exponentially. 
Recently, it has been reported that many artists are using payola to be added 
to Spotify playlists (Owens, 2018; Powell, 2021). Traditionally, the term ‘payola’ 
refers to the illegal practice of paying off a radio station or disc jockey in order to 
have a specific music recording playing without the public knowing about it 
(Wilcken, 2009). Today, new forms of payola are taking place in relation to 
Spotify. Indeed, although Spotify has always denied and forbidden pay-to-play 
schemes, musicians and their teams are increasingly willing to pay curators or 
intermediary companies to have their songs inserted in certain playlists. 
In light of the above, it emerges that music streaming services are now key 
gatekeepers of the music industry, and that cultural producers have to cope with 
the logics and affordances of platforms to increase the financial value of their 
cultural products. We argue that all these aspects concerning music streaming 
platforms and the production and distribution of cultural products may affect the 
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creative disposition of music producers, as well as their strategies to relate with 
the broader environment of cultural production and consumption. 
 
 
4. Towards a platform-optimized culture? The case of recorded music 
It might seem quite commonsensical to assert that music creation has always 
been adjusted to suit the media through which musical objects are disseminated. 
Indeed, this has actually always been the case, at least in the contemporary 
Western world. Yet, such an idea would be likely to sound somewhat techno-
deterministic. In fact, the roots of contemporary popular music are well-traceable 
within certain cultural and urban contexts, rather frameable in space and time, and 
relatively autonomous from the media system (Fabbri, 2016, pp. 3-41).  
Nevertheless, our perspective would be incomplete, as we would underestimate 
both the inherent, genetic correlation between media and culture in all expressions 
of technologically mediated music (Middleton, 1990, pp. 64-93; Jones, 1992; 
Shuker, 2014, pp. 1-65) and the progressive media seizure of the realms of 
cultural production (Cook, 2019, pp. 5-28).  The functioning and designs of digital 
platforms seem to have carried the mentioned process to full completion, 
therefore, it is now more pertinent than ever to turn our attention towards what 
Katz (2004) called ‘phonograph effects’. The author refers with this concept to the 
tendency of music creators to adapt their artistic contents and practices to the 
technical devices in widespread use, thus internalizing the present mediascape in 
their creative work. A notable example of this process is how musicians changed 
the way they played their instruments in order to be better captured by early sound 
recording technologies during the 1920s (Katz, 2006).  
Drawing on Katz’s work, Morris (2020) has recently proposed the idea of 
‘platform effects’, to which is tied that of ‘optimization of culture’. The latter 
indicates “the strategic preparation and readying of cultural goods to orient them 
toward and ready them circulation, discovery, and use on particular platforms” (p. 
4), understood in the context of recorded music media as (i) the wish of music 
creators to produce content that can fit with algorithmic or editorial playlists, (ii) 
the aim of music companies to maximize their performances on the platform, (iii) 
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the intent of other players in the cultural industries who can exploit 
recommendation systems to increase visibility and circulation. Specifically, 
Morris identified three types of strategy to optimize cultural products that people 
across the cultural industries may adopt in order to obtain more visibility on music 
streaming platforms and (therefore) increase their profits. First, Morris supports 
that cultural producers can pursue strategies of sonic optimization. In other words, 
they may adjust their songs or records in order to fit the (imagined) affordances of 
music streaming platforms. For example, Harding and Sloan support that songs 
are getting increasingly shorter as musicians are getting paid in a stream on 
platforms. Thus, in order to have more songs streamed at a time (and, hence, 
being paid more), musicians are increasingly composing shorter songs (Mack, 
2019). Second, a strategy might be data optimization (Morris, 2020), which refers 
to artists that attempt to optimize their products “through (meta) data means” (p. 
5). Tricks may involve naming a musical project or a song after popular search 
terms, in order to create “clones” of popular songs, artists or genres. Finally, 
infrastructural optimization refers to strategies aimed at optimizing an artist’s 
performance on the platforms by exploiting the basic logics of the platform itself 
through “click fraud” practices. For instance, artists may attempt to boost their 
play counts by using bots, artificial streams or even employing real fans as bots 
(e.g. Morris, 2018). 
Optimization is a recurring term in digital media, and the process of 
‘remediation’ (Bolter and Grusin, 1999) also carries along with it the need to 
reshape certain creative practices (such as writing) so that they can be adapted to 
the new environments. Music is no exception. To appreciate why the optimization 
of music recordings is a more contemporary than historical problem, it is critical 
to note some features of contemporary music-making culture. Moles (1970), by 
the 1970s, was already ascribing to the manipulative abilities of record producers 
and sound engineers ample possibilities for characterizing the qualities of sounds 
that could segment listeners into predictable subcategories. Furthermore, he 
predicted that the mechanization of the technical-productive process of music-
making would eventually not only subjugate the poietic phases, but even place the 
figure of the composer in the same space as the users. In the early 1970s, it was 
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hardly possible to presume the extent to which computers and machines of 
increasing availability would impact the way music would be created and enjoyed, 
but it was already clear how the digitization of analog signals through computers 
would have led to the possibility of standardizing creative processes. At arm’s 
length from those early insights and other predictions about the productive role 
that consumers would have assumed through given technological devices and 
production processes (McLuhan and Nevitt, 1972; Toffler, 1980), it can be argued 
that a paradigm shift in the dynamics of cultural production has occurred in 
contemporary culture, eventually subjecting even creative practices (Ritzer and 
Jurgenson, 2010) to the tenets of  ‘platform capitalism’ (Srnicek, 2016).   
The crisis of authorship in the digital world is frequently addressed through 
the metaphor of the so-called ‘remix culture’. The theoretical status of ‘remix 
culture’ is still rather fuzzy, and the several perspectives that have been 
investigating the issue have highlighted that systematic recombination has not 
only technical (Navas, 2011) and legal (McLeod et al., 2011), but more generally 
cultural implications (Gournelos and Gunkel, 2012), due to the now established 
capacity of manipulative and recombinatory techniques to redefine the current 
aesthetic landscapes on a global scale. Lessig (2007) argued that the shift from the 
commercial economies (where corporations’ businesses depended on their assets) 
to sharing economies (in which large information technology corporations exploit 
the value generated by user interaction on platforms) has corresponded with the 
rise of a ‘read-write culture’ over a ‘read-only culture’, marking the ultimate 
transition from a passive model of cultural production and consumption to one 
that tends to be mainly recombinative. One of the clearest manifestations of the 
modular nature of today’s music culture seems to be the extensive use of assisted 
compositional techniques. The proliferation of amateur productions and low-cost 
hardware and software devices established on consumer markets (Théberge, 1997; 
Moorefield, 2005; Strachan, 2017) — which have contributed to the progressive 
de-professionalization of the industry and the spread of a proper ‘aesthetics of 
amateurism’ (Katz, 2012) —, prelude to an ideal scenario for an optimized 
culture. A critique of the optimization of culture calls for re-considerations about 
the notions of authorship and creativity.  
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Creativity, in the context of popular music — the macro-class of music 
mainly spread by platforms —, has been mostly addressed from a musicological 
or sociological perspective. Musicologists and media scholars have often shared 
the uncomfortable condition of dealing with the relationship between ‘meta-
textual’ and ‘meta-contextual’ analysis (Tagg, 2012). Sociology, especially after 
World War II, has observed popular music from two major perspectives: the study 
of the concept of ‘mass culture’, and the observation of subcultures and 
consumption habits of young people (Frith and Goodwin, 1990), though rarely 
focusing on the technical and theoretical systems that underlie music writing, as if 
exquisitely musical choices were not able to go through a process of socialization 
and then express semantic values of sociocultural and psycho-social interest. 
Musicology, on the other hand, has mainly interpreted the value of music as a 
pure “effect of its form” (Frith, 2001, p. 953), which is why it has historically 
nurtured little interest in popular music, long dismissed as a mere expression of 
lowbrow or middlebrow culture. Popular music studies, in this respect, have had 
the merits of acknowledging to everyday sounds the appropriate aesthetic and 
social relevance, although the discipline is still waiting for the full, adequate 
academic recognition it would deserve — which is still inexplicably lacking, at 
least in some countries. 
Today, understanding musical creativity and its transformations within the 
media environments requires a crucial interpretative challenge, which is only 
possible through an interdisciplinary discourse that could encompass knowledge 
pertaining to several fields that have been considered separately for too long, such 
as acoustic physics, music theory and media studies. After all, platforms 
themselves employ tools that can analyze in-depth the intrinsic properties of 
music recordings to integrate with the behavior of algorithms. These highly 
sophisticated devices are, for example, Music Genome Project, used by Pandora, 
and The Echo Nest, used by Spotify, which through web crawling, data mining, 
digital signal processing and other methods of abstract quantification, are able to 
gain highly detailed information about millions of music recordings distributed by 
the platform itself (Morris, 2015; Eriksson et al., 2019). These data allow for an 
extremely accurate profiling of the choices and consumption styles of users, 
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whilst the users themselves are simultaneously trained by the algorithmic 
arbitrariness, selecting (under the supervision of the platform, which in the 
meantime provides data) the cultural materials to be enjoyed (Goldschmitt and 
Seaver, 2019; Scherzinger, 2019). The platforms thus operate a reification of the 
cultural object but also of the user, whose individuality is understood in a 
processual sense, since it is partly acquired and partly constructed by the process 
of algorithmic “individuation” (Prey, 2018). 
The way in which music-making has changed since the coming of the 
digital age can be investigated in the light of research that has taken into account 
the intrinsic qualities of music in circulation. Although platforms and digital audio 
file archives reveal a scenario in which the supply of music is almost unlimited 
and able to meet the tastes of the most diverse niches, several studies reported that 
in the general public markets the products of recorded music have gone through a 
process of standardization (Serrà et al., 2012; Devine, 2013; Blendell, 2015; 
Wikström et al., 2019) or of attenuation of fruition intensity (Kassabian, 2013; 
Hesmondhalgh, 2013). Such studies cannot be considered fully exhaustive, given 
their strictly quantitative approach and the fact that they sometimes lack a proper 
musicological background, but they certainly offer a picture of the current 
landscape of recorded music. Observed from a broader perspective, 
platformization shows potential threats to the processes of renewal of the cultural 
forms that feature the products of creativity, and thus the further development of 
cultural consumers’ abilities to establish aesthetic relationships with more 
complex, articulated and demanding productions. It is unlikely that a system 
based on maximizing the popularity of certain products in order to increase the 
advertising value in media environments, as is the case with platform capitalism, 
will not mitigate cultural products’ innovation and differentiation. Cultural 
production, in fact, is always evaluated by the platform in exclusively quantitative 
terms of economic performance (Van Dijck, 2013), and barely ever in reference to 
the textual dimensions of cultural objects. These mechanisms can affect the 
cultural creators themselves, who may end up, often without being fully aware of 
it, obliged to constantly adapt the formal and semantic bodies of their works to the 
structural constraints of digital environments. All in all, as mentioned before, 
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platforms use devices such as recommender systems to promote a circulation of 
cultural materials as closely as possible to their own economic-commercial needs. 
The same creators are also subject to a further effect of these mechanisms: as 
matter of fact, the system is unable to pay artists’ intellectual work properly below 
a certain threshold of performance (Hesmondhalgh, 2020; Siciliano, 2021).  
Furthermore, these indications would seem to conflict (Elberse, 2008; 
Benghozi and Benhamou, 2010) with the optimistic rhetoric of the ‘long tail 
theory’ (Anderson 2006; Aguiar and Waldfogel, 2016), according to which the 
business model established by the information technology multinational 
corporations would contribute to a greater circulation of cultural products that are 
not stereotyped and not aligned with the canons of the dominant industry, making 
the market reality of cultural industries more lively and diverse. Indeed, this is a 
purely ideal-typical condition built on a mystifying utopia, which relies solely on 
quantitative considerations without describing in any way the qualities of the 
cultural products considered and without reflecting the serious inequalities 
generated by the system. The fact that there are extensive possibilities for small 
producers to distribute their products does not imply an efficient removal of entry 
barriers, but rather the establishment of new potential forms of cultural tyranny. 
As a matter of fact, smaller producers, as well as independent producers who rely 
on significant market niches — they too economically weakened by the new 
system (Couldry and Turow, 2014) — are compelled to monetize by adapting 
their productions to the algorithmic power, leaning towards mainstream cultural 
models, which are rarely endowed with innovative strength. Besides, this happens 
in a context in which the market competition is enlarged to an almost incalculable 
number of actors that makes the offer difficult to manage, while in the meantime 
the platforms’ governance is increasingly concentrated in a limited number of 
hands. 
Given this scenario, it emerges the striking role that algorithmic imaginaries 
can have in shaping cultural production. We support that the relationship between 
cultural creation and algorithmic imaginaries can thus be interpreted in two 
different ways, depending on whether we interpret imaginaries as ‘generative’ or 
‘perceptual’. In the former case, the intertwinement between algorithmic 
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imaginaries and algorithmic media can produce specific cultural imaginaries. 
Imaginaries never constitute an objective depiction of a specific cultural reality, 
but rather a fictional and sometimes stereotypical representation, which is 
condensed into a historical memory from which other cultural artifacts will be 
removed. In this sense, cultural creators may be led to conform with the dominant 
narrative, which, however, is not produced only by a cultural industry that aims to 
entertain or educate, but also by the algorithmic infrastructure, which is driven by 
the purpose of creating value in the advertising market. In the latter case, we are 
not referring to the imaginary produced by the algorithms, but rather to what 
cultural creators and users perceive of the cultural landscape portrayed by the 
platforms. Indeed, platforms not only promote certain cultural proposals over 
others, but they also delete some parts of the social world, thereby excluding from 
the cultural reality contents which are unable to meet the algorithmic flow (e.g. 
Gillespie, 2015). 
In both cases we find ourselves before a scenario where the representation 
of the cultural reality is co-shaped by algorithmic affordances and 
recommendations. Today, cultural producers are provided with music-making 
technologies that enable the predisposition of recordings that are as much in line 
with their algorithmic imaginary as possible, and therefore platform-optimized. 
Although this may all seem like a blessing for both music creators and consumers, 




5. Future research and empirical challenges 
In a documentary aired on January 2, 2021 on Italian public television, a 
number of young artists, A&R executives, music producers and music promoters 
were invited to discuss the emerging youth music milieu. All the interviewees 
seemed to agree on a rather favourable consideration of streaming services: what 
emerged, indeed, was a shared belief that algorithmic platforms are democratic, 
meritocratic, and inclined to reward the most authentic and highest quality 
products, as not filtered by the discretion and interests of the old gatekeepers. 
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Aside from showcasing a rather naïve view of platforms’ power, which is 
somewhat paradoxical considering they are direct stakeholders in the algorithmic 
processes, the positions held by artists and executives seemed to confirm Bucher’s 
idea that the perceptions of the algorithmic imaginary are not necessarily negative 
— quite the contrary! Certainly, both artists and executives are aware of some 
potential distortive dynamics that underlie the functioning of streaming services, 
and it is not beyond the realm of possibility that many of them perceive platforms 
as threatening — for example, in terms of financial remunerations, or in terms of 
unequal treatment across niches, genres or geographic areas. What is certain, 
instead, is that the “imagined affordances” of streaming media, that “emerge 
between users’ perceptions, attitudes, and expectations” (Nagy and Neff, 2015, p. 
1), can affect cultural creators, as long as platforms disclose narratives and sonic 
or thematic conventions, thereby shaping aesthetic worlds, potential audiences, 
career achievements and, more generally, possibilities of action to which musical 
creators are expected to comply. At the same time, music creators experience a 
specific understanding of those aesthetic worlds, which may be also partly 
dependent on their own algorithmically generated music bubble.  
To comprehensively understand how the realm of cultural creation is 
intertwined with the algorithmic imaginaries of different actors within the music 
industry, there are different research paths that would be fruitful to empirically 
investigate. Indeed, this paper has thrown up many questions in need of further 
investigation regarding how all the actors in the music industry relate to streaming 
platforms.  
First, it would be interesting to investigate which algorithmic imaginaries 
are developed by cultural creators and related figures in relation to music 
streaming platforms. The imaginary needs to be considered as a “generative and 
productive” experience, which “enables the identification and engagement with 
one’s lived presence and socio-material surroundings” (Bucher, 2018, p. 113). 
Cultural producers, but also the people working with them in music labels, 
perceive and interpret the affordances of platforms in specific manners. Thus, 
what these algorithmic imaginaries, in turn, make possible? How do the 
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algorithmic imaginaries of cultural producers, and of their employers or 
collaborators, contribute to shape their work and cultural products? 
Then, future research will also need to examine how symbolic creators may 
conform their creative outputs to the perceived affordances of a streaming 
platform. Algorithmic imaginaries are powerful at the productive and affective 
level (Bucher, 2017). The ways in which individuals use technologies can be 
shaped by the imaginary itself. Likewise, how technologies work can affect (and 
be affected by) the imaginary (Nagy and Neff, 2015), which play a crucial role in 
the decision-making process of individuals (Markham et al., 2019). Within this 
framework, cultural producers may carry out practices of music optimization to 
make their creative products potentially more well-suited for streaming platforms. 
This is extremely relevant at a sociological level as optimization is “politics by 
other means” (McKelvey, 2019). Thus, which is the role of algorithmic 
imaginaries in the creation of cultural products? How do algorithmic imaginaries 
intervene in the process of cultural creation? How does this change the intrinsic 
aesthetic qualities of music in circulation? 
Finally, to better comprehend the ecosystems in which digital platforms and 
the music industry constantly interrelate, it would be necessary to embrace a more 
ecological approach and take into account all the human and non-human actors 
involved in the realm of cultural production. Indeed, there are several individuals 
working around the music industry — such as musicians, music producers, people 
working in different divisions of music phonographic and publishing companies, 
press offices, journalists and so forth, but there are also numerous non-human 
actors. For instance, apart from music streaming platforms, through which artists 
distribute their music, creative producers employ software programs like digital 
audio workstations in order to write, record and produce music, and also other 
platforms, such as social media, to promote an artist’s image and their products. 
All these software programs have specific affordances and are linked to 
productive imaginaries who guide user interactions and contribute to shape social 
life and cultural production; hence, they should be included in broader 
perspectives which aim to get a better understanding of the phenomenon under 
scrutiny. 
The algorithmic imaginary of cultural producers. Towards platformoptimized music? 
 
 315 
Given these theoretical formulations, the empirical challenge for both media 
and music scholars becomes that of assessing the relationship between music 
streaming platforms, algorithmic imaginary and cultural production, without 
excluding other actors involved in the process. This paper has suggested several 
courses of actions for future studies as the research climate is ripe for further 
investigations into this research stream, encouraging a closer discussion between 
disciplines that are increasingly disengaged from each other, and wishing that 
more and more critical eyes could be cast on the complex developments and 
issues that communication technologies may pose to the realms of cultural 
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